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Using Content Scaffolding to Improve Discussion Flow 
Mat McLaughlin 
 
ABSTRACT 
Scaffolding is a form of assistance provided in the language-learning classroom. Based on the 
tenets of social constructivism, it aims to ‘bridge the gap’ between language learners’ current 
abilities and the resources which they lack but require to complete an in-class activity. First-year 
Rikkyo University students enrolled in the English Discussion Class sometimes encounter 
problems with recalling or generating content spontaneously during in-class discussions. Word 
sheets featuring vocabulary items from students’ reading homework or taken from previous 
discussion class notes were used in class to provide students with content scaffolding, with the 
aim of reducing the number of pauses which interrupt the flow of students’ discussions. Informal 
observations made throughout the semester indicated that while vocabulary scaffolding was used 
by approximately one-third of the students in classes in which the activity was introduced, there 
seemed to be other factors at play which affected the overall flow of the discussion.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
Cooperative learning is a key principle within the theory of social constructivism. In modern 
terminology, it is often referred to simply as ‘scaffolding.’ It is my belief that when teachers 
provide students with scaffolding (a form of assistance), students are able to complete tasks or 
perform them better than they would if the assistance were withdrawn. In this paper, I will 
outline one activity that I have designed based on these theoretical constructs and have 
introduced to my discussion class students, with the aim of improving the overall flow of 
students’ discussions. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Within the area of social constructivism, much emphasis is placed upon the concept of 
cooperative learning (Brown, 2007, p.13). One concept which tends to surface quite frequently 
in the literature is the notion of a zone of proximal development, which was first proposed by 
Lev Vygostky. The zone of proximal development (or ‘ZPD’) is defined as “the distance 
between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the 
level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or 
in collaboration with more capable peers.” (Vygotsky, 1978: p. 86) 
In pedagogical practice, the ZPD is more or less synonymous with the term ‘scaffolding,’ 
a term first coined by Wood (1976). This theory holds that when the student is ‘within the ZPD,’ 
the assistance or scaffolding provided to the student will give a sufficient “boost” (McLeod, 
2010) to help him or her complete the task. The role of scaffolding, essentially, is to ‘bridge the 
gap’ between a learner’s current ability and their potential. As Wood (1976) points out, 
sometimes elements of a language-learning task can involve “a degree of skill that is initially 
beyond” learners (Wood, 1976, p. 89) and therefore scaffolding is required to help the student 
complete the task. Through observation, teachers are able to discern which language skills or 
resources students might be lacking in order to complete an in-class exercise or activity (in this 
case a 10-minute or 16-minute discussion). Based on this information, the teacher is then able to 
prepare and provide some form of learner support in the classroom.  
This theory also posits that scaffolding is most effective when the support provided is 
closely matched to the students’ needs (McLeod, 2010). In the language-learning classroom, 
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various forms of scaffolding can be provided to assist students in their execution of a language 
exercise or activity. Within the context of an English discussion class at Rikkyo University 
(Tokyo, Japan), I shall argue below that one form of scaffolding that is matched to the needs of 
the learner is the provision of content scaffolding, or in layman’s terms, providing vocabulary 
assistance. 
 
The Use of Scaffolding in SLA 
Within the field of second language acquisition (SLA), various studies have been conducted to 
date to determine the efficacy of using scaffolding in the language-learning classroom. In a study 
on the effects of scaffolding to assist students with a reading class, Beed, Hawkins and Roller 
(1991) discovered that often a scaffold may also have other beneficial effects on the L2 learning 
process. They also describe how in the final stage of scaffolding, assistance is gradually removed, 
thereby encouraging students to become more independent and autonomous.  
Copple and Bredekamp (2009) outline several ways in which effective scaffolding can be 
provided to language learners, such as modeling a skill, providing hints or cues, and adapting 
materials or activities. Adapting materials is sometimes essential, especially when the assigned 
teaching materials (for example, the textbook) are not closely aligned with the student’s current 
abilities and proficiency.   
Furthermore, VanPatten & Benati (2010) provide another simple example, which 
highlights the essential point of scaffolding - “the NS (native speaker) talks to fill in what the 
NNS (non-native speaker) can’t do” (p. 145). They also mention how NSs or whoever is 
providing the scaffolding (often teachers) can help with “key linguistic information, such as 
vocabulary (my emphasis), at particular points” (p. 145).  
In the next section I will discuss in more detail the types of scaffolding and how the 
scaffolding of content can be applied to the context of an English discussion class.  
 
Types of Scaffolding 
Beed et al. (1991) loosely divide scaffolding into two categories: incidental scaffolding and 
strategic scaffolding. In the former, scaffolding is provided to the learner on an ad hoc basis 
while in the latter, scaffolding attends to more specific problems that learners are experiencing. 
Silver (2011) outlines several examples of types of scaffolding, which can be provided to 
assist learning. One of these forms of scaffolding, using verbal cues and prompts to assist 
students, is of particular interest because discussion content is another area, in addition to form, 
which I have sometimes found to be problematic in discussion classes.  
In our discussion class, some students have shared some of their difficulties, which they 
have experienced during an in-class discussion. The frustration felt by some students in being able 
to spontaneously generate ideas within a class discussion and under time constraints (10 minutes 
or 16 minutes), including trouble with recalling ideas from their reading homework, has been 
particularly salient. Therefore, the type of scaffolding which I have provided in this study could be 
categorized as a form of strategic scaffolding. However, this study differs in one important way 
from conventional scaffolding – ongoing scaffolding will be provided (whereas in conventional 
studies on scaffolding it is usually withdrawn to encourage autonomy) with the goal of either 
helping students recall homework ideas or presenting them with new ideas which they can then 
contribute towards the discussion in order to reduce the frequency of pauses (both within and 
between speaking turns) and thereby improve the overall flow of the discussion.   
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TASK 
I will now provide an overview of the task that I have introduced to some of my English 
discussion classes, which provides content scaffolding for students. The aim of this activity is to 
help students recall and repeat familiar ideas (from their homework reading) or help them 
generate other ideas (‘new ideas’) within a 10-minute or 16-minute discussion in English. My 
decision to focus on content scaffolding is in direct response to feedback from some of my own 
students who voiced their frustration in being unable to spontaneously produce ideas during the 
discussion. It should be pointed out that some students have never discussed these topics before, 
even in their L1 (Japanese). More specifically, students claimed to have trouble coming up with 
words or ideas on the topic, despite the fact that students had been assigned the pre-task of 
reading an article featuring key terms and ideas related to that week’s discussion topic.  
While students taking the English discussion class are made to read a text on the discussion 
topic before coming to class each week and are tested on the content of this reading in a weekly 
quiz, students sometimes fail to reproduce these ideas during the actual discussion (sometimes as a 
result of not doing their homework). This may be a cognitive issue, in which the words that the 
students were exposed to in the reading homework, although probably familiar to them to some 
degree (as the vocabulary used in the reading materials has been aligned to the students’ 
proficiency in English), may not simply be active in the student’s working memory, and hence 
‘inaccessible’ during on-line processing. 
Therefore, I decided to devise an activity in which sheets of paper containing words from 
the assigned reading homework task were placed between each pair of students at a discussion 
group table (each discussion group usually consists of 4 students on average), to serve as cues or 
hints for possible discussion content or as a way to ‘reactivate’ the words and ideas in students’ 
working memories. Additional self-check items were added onto the regular self-check sheets to 
determine why students opted to use the word sheets, if at all (refer to APPENDIX below). As a 
form of content scaffolding, it is my hope that this activity will help students recall familiar words 
and ideas, thereby reducing the number of pauses (both within and between speaking turns) and 
hence improving the overall discussion flow.     
All observations were conducted informally. Pauses of approximately 10 seconds in length 
or longer which occurred in any class discussion were noted as a ‘significant pause’. At the end of 
the semester, I tallied up the total frequency of significant pauses among classes in which the 
content scaffolding activity was not used and classes in which the activity was used to see if there 
was any difference between the two types of classes in terms of the overall flow of the discussions.  
In the English Discussion Class (EDC) taught at Rikkyo University (Tokyo, Japan), 
students are placed into four levels (Levels I-IV) based on their scores upon entering the program. 
In the Fall 2014 semester, I taught levels II and III and therefore decided to introduce the above 
scaffolding idea to approximately half of the classes for each level. In each class, I assessed: 1) if 
the word sheets were used at all; 2) which words from the list were used by students during the 
actual discussion; and finally, 3) why students decided to use the word cards. Students circled: 1) 
‘to recall ideas from the reading homework;’ 2) ‘to get new ideas;’ or 3) ‘other.’     
 
Materials 
Word sheets (A4 size) were prepared featuring both key vocabulary items from the assigned 
reading homework as well as additional vocabulary items prepared by the teacher designed to 
stimulate the generation of other ideas. The list of additional vocabulary items was determined by 
reviewing the main ideas from my previous discussion class notes taken in 2013. I identified 
which of these ideas recurred most often and then added them to the list on the word sheet.  
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Secondly, three self-check questions were added to the regular self-cheek sheet (refer to 
Appendix below).  
 
Aims 
1. To remind students of some key vocabulary from their assigned reading for that week to 
reduce the number of pauses during a discussion, thereby improving the overall flow of the 
discussion. 
2. To provide students with other ideas not featured in the reading homework, which they can 
refer to and use, to reduce the number of pauses and thereby improve the overall flow of the 
discussion. 
 
Procedure 
1. First of all, I prepared the word sheet materials prior to each class (see Materials above). 
2. Secondly, I prepared self-check sheets containing new word-sheet self-check items. (See 
Appendix below) 
3. In the first class, I explained through simple demonstration how students could use the word 
sheets during the discussion. (Note: If any student is absent from the first class, further 
explanations were provided if those students attended subsequent lessons). 
4. Just before Discussion 1 began (in the past, I have observed that a large number of pauses 
occurred either at the beginning of the discussion or when students began discussing a new 
question), I gave students 30 seconds to peruse the list of words in front of them. 
5. Next, I gently reminded students of the purpose of the word sheets by saying, “everyone, if 
you are trying to remember some ideas from the reading homework during the discussion or 
if you are having trouble producing your own ideas, please feel free to refer to the word 
sheets on the table in front of you.” 
6. After Discussion 1, I distributed the self-check sheets, and asked students to circle the 
questions regarding the word-sheet activity and collected their responses after Discussion 2. 
(Please note that all the word sheets were collected anonymously. Only the level of the 
students and the day and period of the class were recorded). 
7. After class, I tabulated and compared how many students in each class used the word sheets, 
the reason for using the word sheets (i.e. ‘to recall’ or ‘to get new ideas’), and which specific 
words the students used. 
 
VARIATIONS 
There are several ways in which this activity could be varied to meet the needs of the students. If 
this activity were used with lower-level students (i.e. students with a lower proficiency in English), 
for example in a Level IV class at Rikkyo University, it might be wise to consider including 
Japanese equivalents alongside the English words provided on the word sheets. However, in this 
case it would be important to emphasize to the students that the Japanese equivalents have been 
provided to facilitate their understanding of the content and there may be a need to remind 
students that the discussions must be conducted in 100% English.  
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DISCUSSION 
In classes where the word-sheet activity was used, one-third (33%) of all students used words 
from the vocabulary sheets during either Discussion 1 or 2 or both discussions. Use of vocabulary 
scaffolding was highest during Lesson 4 (52%) and lowest during Lesson 2 (24%).  
I would like to point out that although it had been my initial intention to observe students’ 
usage of vocabulary scaffolding in classes for Lesson 10 as well, as a result of the difficulty of 
the topic, I decided that all students would benefit from vocabulary assistance during this lesson 
and therefore I have excluded the results of Lesson 10 from the final analysis. Furthermore, no 
vocabulary scaffolding was used during discussion test weeks (lessons 5, 9 and 13) in any class, 
in order to avoid giving those classes who usually had access to vocabulary scaffolding an unfair 
advantage on the test. 
The total number of students who referred to vocabulary sheets during discussions for 
Lessons 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 11 and 12 has been summarized in Table 1 below.  
 
Table 1. Total Number of Students Who Used Vocabulary Scaffolding 
 
Total   Number of Students Who Used Vocabulary Scaffolding 
343 students 113 students (33%) 
 
Among Level 2 students, the use of vocabulary scaffolding was slightly higher (34%) 
than among Level 3 students (32%). Level 2 students referred to the vocabulary sheets most 
often during Lesson 4 (56%) but least often during Lesson 3 (17%). The results have been 
summarized in Table 2 below. 
 
Table 2. Total Number of Level 2 Students who Used Vocabulary Scaffolding 
 
Total    Number of Students Who Used Vocabulary Scaffolding 
146 students 50 students (34%) 
 
Among Level 3 students, the usage of vocabulary scaffolding was slightly lower (32%) 
than among Level 2 students (34%). Level 3 students referred to the vocabulary sheets most 
often during Lesson 4 (50%) but least often during Lesson 2 and Lesson 12 (17%, respectively). 
The results have been summarized in Table 3 below. 
 
Table 3. Total Number of Level 3 Students who Used Vocabulary Scaffolding 
 
Total Number of Students Who Used Vocabulary Scaffolding 
197 students 63 students (32%) 
 
Although one of the main reasons for designing this vocabulary scaffolding activity was to 
decrease the number of pauses that affected the flow of the discussion, the total number of 
‘significant pauses’ (pauses continuing for 10 seconds or longer) which I informally observed 
over the semester was higher in the classes in which vocabulary scaffolding was provided (9 
pauses) than in the classes in which it was not provided (6 pauses).  
Among students who used vocabulary scaffolding during discussions, the most common 
reason for referring to the words sheets was ‘to get new ideas’ (57%), followed by ‘to recall 
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words from the reading homework’ (26%), with ‘other’ (19%) as the least common reason. 
(Please note that each student was allowed to choose more than 1 answer per class if they 
referred to the vocabulary sheets in both Discussion 1 and 2. Therefore the total represents the 
total number of responses, not the total number of students). The results have been summarized 
in Table 4 below. 
 
Table 4. Reasons for Using Vocabulary Scaffolding 
 
Reason Number of Responses 
To recall ideas from the reading homework 30 (26%) 
To get new ideas 65 (57%) 
Other 19 (17%) 
Total 114 (100%) 
 
One of the main reasons why this vocabulary scaffolding activity was designed was in direct 
response to a number of students last year voicing their difficulties and frustrations with 
recalling certain words spontaneously or with generating original ideas under the time 
constraints of an in-class discussion.  
Within the classes in which vocabulary scaffolding was provided, one in three students 
referred to the word sheets on their tables during discussion. Therefore, this seems to suggest 
that while most students chose not to refer to the vocabulary scaffolding materials, at least a 
certain number of students either a) needed some form of scaffolding or assistance; or, b) at the 
very least, found the vocabulary sheets useful during the discussion. Although the percentage of 
students who referred to the vocabulary sheets was almost the same among Level 2 and Level 3 
students, the results of the self-check sheets showed that Level 2 students used words from the 
vocabulary sheets slightly more often (34%) than Level 3 students (32%). This is a surprising 
finding considering that an average Level 2 student is generally thought to possess a higher 
vocabulary than an average Level 3 student. I would like to point out that I do recognize the risk 
that vocabulary scaffolding may be used as a ‘crutch’ by some students and therefore in future 
will contemplate withdrawing this assistance at some point throughout the semester, to 
encourage autonomy. 
According to the results of the self-check sheet returns, the main reason students used the 
word sheets during discussion was ‘to get new ideas’ (57%). Just over one-quarter of students 
(26%) used the word sheets ‘to recall ideas from the reading homework’. This does suggest that 
at least some students are having problems recalling key vocabulary from the reading homework 
and therefore this vocabulary scaffolding activity could be useful for such students who wish to 
recall and use this vocabulary during the discussion.  
The number of ‘significant pauses’ was higher in the classes in which the content 
scaffolding was provided than in the classes in which it was not. However, I should point out that 
in many instances I observed pauses in the discussion when the same individual student struggled 
to continue speaking about his or her ideas. Therefore, the implications of this finding are that 
although the vocabulary scaffolding activity failed to directly reduce the number of pauses during 
discussion, there also appear to be other factors involved, which may affect the discussion flow. 
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CONCLUSION 
Cooperative learning is a key principle within the field of social constructivism which holds that 
learning occurs when students receive assistance from peers or teachers, when the student has  
insufficient knowledge or resources to complete the task alone. One of the most common forms 
of cooperative learning used in the classroom is ‘scaffolding,’ in which peers or teachers help 
‘fill in the gap’ so that students can complete tasks or improve their current performance of those 
tasks.  
While the use of vocabulary scaffolding was used by one-third of the students (33%) in 
which the activity was conducted, this activity failed to reduce the number of pauses which 
commonly interrupt the flow of a discussion. In this study, students used vocabulary scaffolding 
more for assistance in generating ideas than in recalling words and this finding suggests that 
some students may possibly need more brainstorming time prior to discussion for generating 
ideas which they are unable to produce spontaneously during on-line processing. This is also a 
slightly puzzling finding considering that students performed a pre-discussion preparatory task 
in which they were given time to generate ideas first in pairs which they could then carry 
through to the group discussion afterwards.   
In conclusion, as one-third of all students referred to the vocabulary scaffolding provided 
in class, this seems to indicate that some students either need some form of scaffolding while 
conducting an English discussion or find the content scaffolding a useful form of support. 
However, the majority of students chose not to use the word sheets.  
Based on my observations over the semester on how and why students used vocabulary 
scaffolding in class, I have concluded that there is strong evidence to suggest that there are other 
factors at play influencing the flow of a discussion conducted by L2 learners of English. The 
English language learner’s ability to retain and retrieve vocabulary (in other words, their ability to 
access words during what is called ‘on-line processing’ in real time) or their ability to generate 
other ideas spontaneously may indeed be factors which affect the flow of the discussion, but they 
do not appear to be the only ones.  
The environment of the language-learning classroom is admittedly very complex and there 
are many factors which may have a beneficial or detrimental effect on the process of L2 learning. 
Some of these other factors that may affect students’ discussion performance include student 
confidence, the students’ culture, individual factors, willingness-to-communicate (WTC) and 
motivation among others and therefore further studies are needed to determine more specifically 
which of these factors (or other factors) inhibit or improve the flow of a discussion. 
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APPENDIX 
Self-Check Sheet (Lesson 2)     
 Functions and Communication Skills  D1 D2 
Checking if Everyone’s 
Finished 
Does anyone want to comment?   
Does anyone want to ask a question?   
Changing Topics 
What shall we discuss first / next?   
Why don’t we discuss <TOPIC>?   
Checking Understanding    
Follow-up Questions    
Agree/Disagree    
Reactions    
 
Word Sheets 
1. Did you use any of the words on the sheet?    YES       NO 
2. Which word cards did you use? #_________________________________________________ 
3. Why did you decide to use the word cards? 
a) To recall words from the reading homework 
b) To get new ideas 
c) Other: _____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Word Sheet Example 
 
Lesson 7 Vocabulary 
1. Private life 
2. Charity events ([e.g.] charity concerts) 
3. To copy someone’s behavior 
4. Bad behavior 
5. Role model 
6. Hard-working 
7. To influence people 
8. The 2011 Tohoku Earthquake 
9. Teen idol 
10. Scandalous clothing 
